
‘A Sensible School for Girls’
‘A Sensible School for Girls’ is the title of an essay appearing in Loreto’s all-school         
magazine, ‘Eucalyptus Blossoms’, in 1890.  The essay is thought to have been written by 
Mother Gonzaga Barry.  The concept was certainly endorsed by her in her regular column, 
‘A Mother’s Letter to Her Children’, in the same edition and encapsulates her philosophy 
of education.  
The proposal was for a ‘university’ for girls and women which would encompass             
education from kindergarten to higher education and offer a wide curriculum, both       
academic and technical.  The education was to be designed for the individual’s interests 
and talents.  It was also to be available to both rich and poor, with the fees from wealthier 
students supplementing places for poorer students. 
Although no ‘Sensible School’ exactly like that envisaged was realised, the vision was 
reimagined in the Loreto schools founded by Mother Gonzaga in Australia. 

Our display captures some aspects of the wide curriculum offered to Loreto’s students in 
the spirit of ‘A Sensible School for Girls’.
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KINDERGARTEN
In the essay, ‘A Sensible School for Girls’, 

it is proposed that education 
“should begin in the infant school and end in the university, or in the domestic college.”

Mother Gonzaga Barry’s educational philosophy aligned with that of           
Friedrich Froebel, the founder of the Kindergarten Movement.              
Froebel believed in the inherent goodness of children, and the                
importance of music, nature study, stories and play in their early             
learning.

Early Loreto schools offered kindergarten programs and in 1912 the 
Loreto Free Kindergarten was opened in South Melbourne.                
In the Loreto Teacher Training Colleges, students were taught 
Froebel kindergarten methods “Whatever is taught children at an 
early age is never forgotten.”                               
(M. Gonzaga Barry ‘Eucalyptus Blossoms 1912)

Loreto Convent Portland juniors with their 
dolls and dolls’ house.  Portland’s dolls’ house 
was designed by Mother Gonzaga Barry in 
1897.  A model was made with matchboxes 
and then sent to the carpenter for 
construction. It was a two-storey house with 
eight furnished rooms.  Each child was given 
the responsibility of looking after a particular 
room. The dolls’ house took pride of place in 
the ‘Dolls’ House Room’, a playroom in one of 
the front upstairs rooms of the convent. 

Loreto Free Kindergarten Class, 1914.                                     
The Loreto Free Kindergarten was established 
in 1912 and managed by Loreto Past Pupils.

Loreto Gari-uai, Timor Leste, Preschool Students.
The Loreto Gari-uai Preschool was established in 2015.









TECHNICAL EDUCATION
A ‘Sensible School’ proposed a comprehensive education.  Mother Gonzaga Barry was influenced by 
John Ruskin, art critic, philosopher and influential social thinker, who argued that craftsmanship was 
equal and complementary to academic achievements.    A School of Domestic Economy and a ‘Sloyd

Room’ were introduced to Loreto Abbey Mary’s Mount in 1889, providing the opportunity for applied 
learning.   

The Sloyd Movement began in                
Scandinavia as a training program in craft 
and design processes.

“Mary’s Mount, whose motto would appear to be en avant, so eager is dear Rev. 
Mother to keep her young people abreast with all the latest educational          
movements, now boasts among its environments a “Sloyd” room.  Lest this 
uneuphonious odd looking word should puzzle our readers, we must explain that it is  
taken from the Scandinavian word slöjd,  signifying ‘’cunning’’, ‘’clever’’, ‘’handy’’, and 
that the Sloyd system of education aims at implanting a respect for work in general, 
even the courser forms of manual labor, and develops activity, order,  cleanliness, 
neatness, and accuracy.  Our ‘’Sloyd’’ room already contains a printing press, which has 
turned out some exceedingly good work, a washing machine, a cooking range, where 
our Domestic Economy Class prepare all kinds of delicacies, a sewing machine, &c; and 
in the near future we are to have there a class for wood carving, and another for fine 
art house painting and decoration under the supervision of competent artists, or 
should we rather say artizans?’’

(‘Eucalyptus Blossoms’ June 1889)



Cooking Class, 1898

Print Room, 1900

SS Peter & Paul’s Parish School, South 
Melbourne, Cooking Class, c.1958

Loreto Commercial College, Dawson Street Ballarat, 1970s











ACADEMIC EDUCATION
Academic subjects were offered in Loreto schools to prepare students for higher education if they wished to follow 

that path.  Subjects included   Grammar, Literature, Modern Languages, Latin, Sciences—including                        
Geography, Botany and Astronomy, Mathematics, Physics and Chemistry.

Science, not having always been seen as necessary 
in a girl’s education, was a subject studied by the 
early Loreto students.

Astronomy was taught with the aid of both a 
telescope and an orrery.

“Women are expected to develop moral  perfection in the same degree as men, and                   
morality proceeds from the will guided by the  intelligence.  Consequently, if the 
possibility of a perfectible moral quality in  woman’s character  be admitted, why not 
admit that a similar capacity exists as regards her intellect. “

(Prospectus, 1901)



Mary’s Mount Science Class, 1919

A telescope was built by Captain Baker of the Ballarat Observatory for 
the Mary’s Mount pupils and placed on the flat roof of St. Michael’s 
Novitiate building.  Mother Gonzaga Barry’s brother, John, donated the 
orrery (model of the solar system).

Loreto Convent Dawson Street Science Class, c.1974

Mary’s Mount Science Project, 1973













ART & MUSIC 
The ‘Sensible School’ included the arts in its holistic vision for the education of girls, including music, 

performing arts and fine art. 

The first orchestras in the early Loreto schools were string                       
ensembles.  Students were expertly taught by Sisters who had 
studied in Europe.
Art education included sketching,  drawing and painting  and 
was taught along the lines of London’s Kensington School.

“In true art, the hand, the head, the heart of man go together.  But art is 
no recreation; it  cannot be learned at spare  moments nor pursued when 
we have nothing better to do.”     John Ruskin



Loreto Claremont Orchestra

Mary’s Mount Art Display, St. Cecelia’s Hall, 1909

Mary’s Mount’s Successful Music Candidates—
including the Countess Elizabeth Wolff-Metternich—1898

Violinists outside Mary’s Mount Music Cells, 1920s

St. Francis Xavier Parish School, Armadale, 
Art Class with Sr. Louise Ritchard, 1970s







PHYSICAL EDUCATION

Physical exercise, including games, sports and dancing, was considered an important aspect of a girl’s 
well-rounded education. 

Physical activities in early Loreto schools included 
calisthenics,  croquet, tennis, cycling and horse 
riding, dancing and, cutting-edge for girls, archery, 
hockey and basketball.

“The practical outcome of these varied physical exercises and sports is 
found to be exceptionally good health,  buoyant spirits, and that zest for 
mental work which comes only when mens san is in corpore sano.”

(Prospectus 1901)



Swedish Drill and Calisthenics, 1898

Basketball on the Oval at Mary’s Mount.  This new 
American sport was introduced in 1899.

Archery Club 1899

Portland Vigoro Team, 1920s— a cricket-like game

Gymnastics at Mary’s Mount, c.1969







HIGHER EDUCATION
The ‘Sensible School for Girls’ proposed a system of education extending from kindergarten to university or 

domestic training college.  

A Teachers’ Training College was first established in Ballarat 
in 1884.  This was followed by the Central Catholic Training 
College in Melbourne in 1906.  A nascent university college 
was  begun in 1888, which was to take shape as St. Mary’s 
Hall/St. Mary’s College in 1918.

“Preparation for the  University career is then no unsuitable 
work for the  cloister, and in home convents, where 
energetically  carried out under favourable circumstances, 
wonderful  success has crowned the undertaking.”

(Prospectus, 1901)



Central Catholic Training College Students c.1918

Central Catholic Training College Students, c.1906 

Front Garden of St. Mary’s Hall, Parkville, 1943

Students at St. Mary’s Hall, 1952







RELIGIOUS EDUCATION
Religious Education was seen as the main focus to any curriculum and was integral to school life. 

Religious Instruction, the membership of sodalities, 
religious  observance, morning meditation and 
celebration of holy days were all  part of the Loreto 
student’s  everyday school life.

“It is unnecessary to remark, that studies and                                          
accomplishments are never  allowed to interfere with 
the more important duties of a solid and religious 
education.”

(Prospectus, 1901)



Procession, c.1900

Children of Mary, 1897

Children of Mary Oratory 1899

Our Lady of Fatima Procession, Loreto Convent Coorparoo

First Communion Group,  1938
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